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Julian had spent three years behind bars.

Nobody seemed to know exactly why.

Or, at least, nobody wanted to talk about it.

When he finally walked out of prison, he carried very little with him. A small bag, a few personal belongings, and a past that followed him wherever he went.

Finding work was not easy.

Hotels asked questions.

Employers checked records.

Doors closed before he even had the chance to explain himself.

Then came the cruise ship.

Six months away from home.

Six months at sea.

Six months serving drinks to strangers from all over the world.

For Julian, it was exactly the kind of opportunity nobody else seemed particularly interested in.

And he knew the job.

He had been a bartender for years.

So, for the first time since leaving prison, someone gave him a chance.

The ship would leave Canada, cross the Atlantic, and eventually reach Portugal.

It was the right season for the crossing.

The ocean was open.

The passengers were ready.

The crew was prepared.

Among them were tourists looking for adventure, couples looking for peace, employees simply doing their jobs, and people carrying secrets of their own.

One of those passengers was a man who had no intention of working during his journey.

Morrison Kane was a detective.

This time, however, he was travelling with his wife.

He was supposed to be on holiday.

And then there was Nicole.

Nobody knew exactly how much she had stolen.

They only knew that things had a habit of disappearing whenever she was around.

Jewellery.

Money.

Personal belongings.

Small things.

Expensive things.

Things people sometimes didn't even realise were missing until it was too late.

Nicole was very good at what she did.

But stealing was not the only secret aboard the ship.

Because somewhere between Canada and Portugal, something was going to happen.

Something that would change the journey for everyone.

And Julian, the ex-convict who had finally been given a second chance, would soon discover that getting out of prison did not necessarily mean leaving his past behind.

Sometimes, the past simply waits for the right moment to find you again.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1




[image: ]


The cruise terminal in Canada was already crowded when Julian arrived.

People stood in long lines carrying suitcases, backpacks, handbags, and enough luggage to suggest that some of them were planning never to return.

Julian watched them from a short distance.

Families.

Couples.

Groups of friends.

People taking photographs before they had even boarded.

Everyone seemed excited.

He wasn't.

Excitement had never been particularly useful to him.

He checked the time and looked toward the enormous ship waiting beyond the terminal windows.

It was bigger than he had imagined.

Much bigger.

White steel rose several decks above the harbour, its rows of windows reflecting the pale morning light. From the outside, it looked less like a ship and more like a floating city.

Julian stared at it for a moment.

Six months.

He had agreed to spend six months aboard that thing.

Six months without a cell.

That thought almost made him smile.

Almost.

He adjusted the strap of his bag and joined the crew entrance.

The employee checking his documents looked at his identification, then at him.

Then back at the identification.

Julian noticed.

He always noticed.

The man hesitated for half a second.

Julian waited.

Nothing was said.

The documents were returned.

"Welcome aboard."

Julian took them.

"Thank you."

And that was it.

No questions.

No suspicious look.

No lecture.

Just four words.

Welcome aboard.

Julian walked through.

For once, he didn't look back.

Behind him, the passenger entrance was becoming increasingly chaotic.

A large group of Japanese teenagers had just arrived.

There were perhaps a dozen of them, carrying backpacks, small suitcases, cameras, and an almost unlimited supply of energy.

They were young.

Very young.

And extremely loud.

"Wait! Wait! Don't leave without me!"

"Where's Kenji?"

"He's taking a picture!"

"Again?"

"YES!"

A girl laughed loudly as another teenager nearly collided with a suitcase.

"Careful!"

"I'm fine!"

"You almost killed yourself!"

"I did not!"

Julian glanced over his shoulder.

He watched them for a few seconds.

Teenagers.

He had dealt with drunk adults who behaved better.

One of the boys was filming everything with his phone.

Another was trying to organise the group.

He had already failed.

A girl wearing a baseball cap suddenly shouted something in Japanese, and half the group burst into laughter.

Julian looked away.

Six months.

He reconsidered the decision.

Maybe prison had been quieter.

He continued toward the crew area.

Behind him, the teenagers kept talking, laughing, shouting, and arguing about who had the cabin keys.

One of them suddenly yelled:

"WE'RE GOING TO EUROPE!"

The entire group cheered.

Julian stopped for a moment.

He looked back.

They were smiling.

For them, this was an adventure.

For him, it was a job.

That difference mattered.

He turned around again and continued walking.

Inside the ship, crew members moved through the corridors preparing everything for departure.

Julian followed the signs toward the bar.

He had seen enough ships in photographs to know what to expect.

He was still unprepared for the size of the place.

Restaurants.

Lounges.

Shops.

A theatre.

Swimming pools.

Bars.

Corridors that seemed to continue forever.

People were everywhere.

Crew members rushed past carrying supplies.

Passengers searched for cabins.

Announcements echoed through the ship.

And somewhere behind him, the Japanese teenagers were still making enough noise to be heard from half the ship away.

Julian smiled faintly.

He reached the bar.

A man in his fifties was arranging bottles behind the counter.

He looked up.

"You must be Julian."

"That's me."

"I'm Daniel. Bar supervisor."

They shook hands.

Daniel looked him over briefly.

"First time on this ship?"

"First time on any ship this big."

Daniel smiled.

"You'll get used to it."

Julian looked around.

"I doubt that."

Daniel laughed.

"I like you already."

Julian put his bag down.

Daniel pointed toward the bottles.

"Let's see what you can do."

Julian rolled up his sleeves.

That part, at least, was easy.

A bottle was a bottle.

A glass was a glass.

And people were people.

The only difference was that this time, they were all going somewhere.

Julian didn't yet know where the journey would take him.

None of them did.

The ship was still in Canada.

The Atlantic was waiting.

And for the moment, everything was perfectly normal.

That would not last.

The cruise terminal in Canada was already crowded when Julian arrived.

People stood in long lines carrying suitcases, backpacks, handbags, and enough luggage to suggest that some of them were planning never to return.

Julian watched them from a short distance.

Families.

Couples.

Groups of friends.

People taking photographs before they had even boarded.

Everyone seemed excited.

He wasn't.

Excitement had never been particularly useful to him.

He checked the time and looked toward the enormous ship waiting beyond the terminal windows.

It was bigger than he had imagined.

Much bigger.

White steel rose several decks above the harbour, its rows of windows reflecting the pale morning light. From the outside, it looked less like a ship and more like a floating city.

Julian stared at it for a moment.

Six months.

He had agreed to spend six months aboard that thing.

Six months without a cell.

That thought almost made him smile.

Almost.

He adjusted the strap of his bag and joined the crew entrance.

The employee checking his documents looked at his identification, then at him.

Then back at the identification.

Julian noticed.

He always noticed.

The man hesitated for half a second.

Julian waited.

Nothing was said.

The documents were returned.

"Welcome aboard."

Julian took them.

"Thank you."

And that was it.

No questions.

No suspicious look.

No lecture.

Just four words.

Welcome aboard.

Julian walked through.

For once, he didn't look back.

Behind him, the passenger entrance was becoming increasingly chaotic.

A large group of Japanese teenagers had just arrived.

There were perhaps a dozen of them, carrying backpacks, small suitcases, cameras, and an almost unlimited supply of energy.

They were young.

Very young.

And extremely loud.

"Wait! Wait! Don't leave without me!"

"Where's Kenji?"

"He's taking a picture!"

"Again?"

"YES!"

A girl laughed loudly as another teenager nearly collided with a suitcase.

"Careful!"

"I'm fine!"

"You almost killed yourself!"

"I did not!"

Julian glanced over his shoulder.

He watched them for a few seconds.

Teenagers.

He had dealt with drunk adults who behaved better.

One of the boys was filming everything with his phone.

Another was trying to organise the group.

He had already failed.

A girl wearing a baseball cap suddenly shouted something in Japanese, and half the group burst into laughter.

Julian looked away.

Six months.

He reconsidered the decision.

Maybe prison had been quieter.

He continued toward the crew area.

Behind him, the teenagers kept talking, laughing, shouting, and arguing about who had the cabin keys.

One of them suddenly yelled:

"WE'RE GOING TO EUROPE!"

The entire group cheered.

Julian stopped for a moment.

He looked back.

They were smiling.

For them, this was an adventure.

For him, it was a job.

That difference mattered.

He turned around again and continued walking.

Inside the ship, crew members moved through the corridors preparing everything for departure.

Julian followed the signs toward the bar.

He had seen enough ships in photographs to know what to expect.

He was still unprepared for the size of the place.

Restaurants.

Lounges.

Shops.

A theatre.

Swimming pools.

Bars.

Corridors that seemed to continue forever.

People were everywhere.

Crew members rushed past carrying supplies.

Passengers searched for cabins.

Announcements echoed through the ship.

And somewhere behind him, the Japanese teenagers were still making enough noise to be heard from half the ship away.

Julian smiled faintly.

He reached the bar.

A man in his fifties was arranging bottles behind the counter.

He looked up.

"You must be Julian."

"That's me."

"I'm Daniel. Bar supervisor."

They shook hands.

Daniel looked him over briefly.

"First time on this ship?"

"First time on any ship this big."

Daniel smiled.

"You'll get used to it."

Julian looked around.

"I doubt that."

Daniel laughed.

"I like you already."

Julian put his bag down.

Daniel pointed toward the bottles.

"Let's see what you can do."

Julian rolled up his sleeves.

That part, at least, was easy.

A bottle was a bottle.

A glass was a glass.

And people were people.

The only difference was that this time, they were all going somewhere.

Later that afternoon, the passenger decks were beginning to fill.

The atmosphere had changed completely.

Music played softly through the speakers.

Crew members welcomed passengers aboard.

Waiters carried drinks between tables.

Cameras appeared everywhere.

People smiled for photographs.

Some had already found the bars.

Others had found the buffet.

And a few had apparently found each other.

Near one of the main lounges, a young couple stood together, holding hands.

They were both men.

They had recently married and were celebrating their honeymoon aboard the ship.

One of them lifted his phone.

"Come on, one more picture."

"We already took twenty."

"Twenty-one."

The other laughed.

"You're impossible."

They kissed briefly and smiled at the camera.

A few people nearby smiled at them.

Others simply continued with their conversations.

It was, for the most part, completely ordinary.

But not everyone approved.

A large man standing nearby had been watching them for several seconds.

He looked to be in his late fifties, broad-shouldered, with a permanent expression of irritation on his face.

He shook his head.

"Ridiculous."

The couple heard him.

One of them turned.

"Excuse me?"

The man didn't lower his voice.

"I said it's ridiculous."

His husband looked at him.

"Just ignore him."

The man stepped closer.

"Men are supposed to be with women."

The atmosphere around them changed immediately.

A few conversations stopped.

Julian, who had just come out from behind the bar carrying a tray, noticed the sudden silence.

And there it is.

He didn't know what had happened.

He didn't need to.

The man's face told him enough.

One of the newlyweds remained calm.

"We're not bothering you."

"I didn't say you were."

"You clearly have a problem with us."

"I have a problem with what you're doing."

The other man frowned.

"We're literally standing here."

"Exactly."

Julian stopped several metres away.

He had seen people like this before.

People who believed their opinion was a law of nature.

The man continued.

"This is a family cruise."

One of the newlyweds laughed bitterly.

"So?"

"So children shouldn't have to see this."

"See what?"

The man's face reddened.

"This."

He gestured toward the couple.

The situation was beginning to attract a crowd.

A woman whispered something to her husband.

Someone pulled out a phone.

Julian sighed.

Wonderful.

One of the newlyweds finally lost patience.

"Listen, we're on our honeymoon. We're happy. We're not interested in your opinion."

The man stepped forward.

"Well, you're going to hear it."

Before anything else could happen, two security officers appeared.

"Sir."

The man turned.

"What?"

"Please step back."

"I'm not doing anything."

"You are causing a disturbance."

"I'm expressing my opinion."

"You can express it somewhere else."

The man stared at them.

"This is ridiculous."

One of the officers remained completely calm.

"Sir, you need to step away from these passengers."

"They shouldn't even be allowed on this ship."

That was enough.

The security officer's expression hardened.

"That's not your decision."

The second officer moved between the man and the couple.

"Please come with us."

The man protested.

"I paid for this cruise!"

"And you are still welcome to enjoy it," the officer replied. "Provided you follow the rules."

The man muttered something under his breath.

"What did you say?"

"Nothing."

"Good."

The officers escorted him away.

The crowd slowly dispersed.

The two newlyweds looked at each other.

One of them sighed.

"Some people."

The other smiled.

"At least we're on our honeymoon."

They kissed again.

Julian watched them for a moment.

Then he looked in the direction where the security officers had taken the man.

Three hours aboard the ship.

He glanced at his watch.

And already someone needs to be escorted away.

He shook his head and returned to the bar.

He had spent three years in prison.

He knew what trouble looked like.

Usually, it didn't announce itself.

Sometimes, however, it shouted in the middle of a cruise lounge.

And this ship had only just begun its journey.

The boarding process was almost over.

Most of the passengers were already aboard.

The crew had begun checking the final lists, luggage had been loaded, and the terminal was slowly becoming quieter.

Then the doors opened.

A man walked in.

He was probably in his thirties.

Nobody knew exactly how old.

He wore a black leather jacket despite the relatively mild weather, dark trousers, and heavy boots.

Several bracelets covered both of his wrists.

Rings decorated his fingers.

Not ordinary rings.

Some had strange symbols engraved into them. Others looked almost mystical, with stones set into dark metal.

He wasn't a goth.

He wasn't a metalhead either.

But he was close enough to both that people might have wondered.

There was something unusual about him.

Something difficult to define.

His hair was slightly messy, his beard carefully neglected, and his expression was calm.

Too calm.

He looked around the terminal without appearing impressed by anything.

People noticed him.

He noticed them noticing him.

He didn't seem to care.

His name was Ricky Riccardio.

Ricky stopped at the boarding desk and handed over his documents.

The crew member looked at them.

Then at Ricky.

Then back at the documents.

"Mr. Riccardio?"

"That's me."

"You're our last passenger."

Ricky smiled.

"Good."

The employee handed his documents back.

"Enjoy your journey."

"I intend to."

Ricky picked up his luggage.

There was one large suitcase.

And another case.

The second one immediately caught the attention of the employee.

It was long, narrow, and reinforced.

"What do you have in there?"

Ricky looked at the case.

"My ukulele."

The employee blinked.

"Your... ukulele?"

"Yes."

Ricky opened the case slightly.

Inside was a beautifully maintained ukulele, carefully secured among layers of protective material.

The employee smiled.

"Musician?"

"Sometimes."

"Professional?"

Ricky closed the case.

"No."

He paused.

"I just like playing."

The employee nodded.

"Fair enough."

Ricky continued toward the ship.

He walked slowly.

Not because he was tired.

Because he simply didn't seem to be in a hurry.

At the entrance, one of the security officers glanced at him.

Ricky looked back.

For a brief moment, neither moved.

Then Ricky smiled.

The officer nodded.

Ricky continued.

Inside the ship, Julian was behind the bar when he saw him.

He immediately noticed the leather jacket.

Then the bracelets.

Then the rings.

Then the expression.

Julian had seen plenty of strange people during his life.

Ricky wasn't the strangest.

But he was certainly memorable.

That guy looks like he knows where the bodies are buried.

Julian immediately dismissed the thought.

Or maybe he just listens to too much heavy metal.

Ricky approached the bar.

He placed his suitcase beside him but kept the ukulele case in his hand.

"Beer."

Julian looked at him.

"Which one?"

Ricky studied the bottles.

"The one that looks least disappointing."

Julian raised an eyebrow.

"That's a dangerous question."

Ricky smiled.

"I like dangerous questions."

Julian selected a bottle and placed it in front of him.

Ricky paid.

He took the beer and looked around the lounge.

The Japanese teenagers were still making noise somewhere nearby.

The newlywed couple had disappeared into the crowd.

The man who had caused the earlier disturbance was nowhere to be seen.

Ricky took a sip.

"Busy ship."

"Not even moving yet," Julian replied.

Ricky looked at him.

"You work here?"

"Unfortunately."

Ricky laughed.

"Six months?"

Julian stared at him.

"How did you know?"

"You're wearing the crew uniform."

Julian looked down at himself.

"Right."

Ricky smiled again.

"Don't worry. It happens."

Julian watched him walk away.

There was something about the man.

Not threatening.

Not exactly.

Just difficult to read.

Julian knew that feeling.

People who were easy to understand were usually easy to predict.

The others were different.

Ricky was one of the others.

At 6:00 p.m., the final announcement echoed through the ship.

All passengers were asked to remain clear of the outer decks during departure.

The engines came alive.

A deep vibration travelled through the enormous vessel.

People gathered along the windows and balconies.

Cameras appeared everywhere.

The Japanese teenagers screamed with excitement as the ship slowly moved away from the Canadian harbour.

"We're moving!"

"Finally!"

"Europe!"

Someone shouted.

Laughter followed.

Julian stood behind the bar, watching through the large windows.

The shoreline slowly began to disappear.

Canada was becoming smaller.

The Atlantic was waiting.

Morrison Kane stood beside his wife on one of the upper decks, watching the same horizon.

For once, he wasn't thinking about investigations.

He was thinking about dinner.

Nicole was already somewhere inside the ship.

And Ricky Riccardio stood alone near the railing, one hand resting on the case containing his ukulele.

The wind moved through his hair.

He looked toward the open ocean.

His expression was unreadable,then he smiled.

The ship continued westward,ahead lay thousands of kilometres of Atlantic Ocean.Behind them was Canada.

And somewhere between the two continents, a journey was beginning that none of them would ever forget.

The cruise had officially started.
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The Atlantic had swallowed the ship.

Canada was no longer visible.

There was nothing but open water surrounding the vessel, stretching endlessly toward the horizon.

For the passengers, the journey had begun.

For the crew, the work had begun hours earlier.

A cruise ship did not run because people pressed buttons.

It ran because hundreds of people worked behind the scenes.

Chefs prepared meals.

Waiters served thousands of drinks.

Cabin attendants cleaned rooms.

Engineers kept the machinery alive.

Security officers watched corridors, entrances, decks, and cameras.

Entertainment staff kept passengers occupied.

Medical personnel waited for the inevitable accidents.

And somewhere above all of them stood the man responsible for the entire ship.

Captain Maximo.

His full name was Maximilian Rojas, although almost nobody called him that.

Captain Maximo was enough.

He had spent most of his adult life at sea.

He had crossed oceans in calm weather and violent storms.

He had navigated through fog thick enough to hide an entire ship.

He had dealt with mechanical failures, frightened passengers, inexperienced sailors, drunk tourists, medical emergencies, and situations that never appeared in any training manual.

The sea had taught him most of what he knew.

Books had taught him the rest.

He was in his late fifties, tall, broad-shouldered, and permanently tanned from years spent under open skies.

His uniform was always immaculate.

His grey hair was neatly combed.

His beard was short.

His eyes were sharp.

Very sharp.

Captain Maximo had a habit of looking at the ocean for several seconds before making a decision.

Some officers considered it intuition.

Others called it experience.

Maximo simply called it listening.

The sea spoke.

Not with words.

With wind.

Pressure.

Clouds.

Waves.

Temperature.

Colour.

Movement.

A good captain learned to listen.

A great captain learned to understand.

Maximo believed he was still learning.

Every morning, he stood on the bridge and studied the horizon.

The navigation officers worked around him.

Radar screens displayed information.

Digital maps showed their position.

Computers calculated their course.

Modern technology had transformed navigation.

But Captain Maximo never completely trusted machines.

"Machines tell you what is happening," he once told a young officer.

"Your eyes tell you what might happen."

The officer had never forgotten it.

The crew itself was an international community.

Canadian.

Portuguese.Spanish.

French.Italian.

British.Japanese.

Brazilian.Mexican.

Filipino.

Indian.

Greek.

And several others.

Different languages could be heard throughout the ship.

Different accents.

Different habits.

Different cultures.

Yet they all had something in common.

They lived together.

Worked together.

Ate together.

And sometimes argued together.

A ship was not a hotel.

There was no going home at the end of the day.

When a shift ended, the ocean was still outside.

The same people remained around you.

For six months, the crew became something dangerously close to a family.

Sometimes that was wonderful.

Sometimes it wasn't.

Daniel, the bar supervisor, was one of the older members of the hospitality crew.

He had been working aboard cruise ships for nearly fifteen years.

He knew every bar on the vessel.

He knew which passengers would complain about anything.

He knew which ones tipped well.

He knew who drank too much.

And he knew that bartenders often heard more than the people who paid them realised.

Julian was beginning to discover that.

There was also Maria, one of the senior cabin attendants.

She could clean a cabin faster than most people could destroy one.

There was Ahmed, one of the kitchen supervisors, who had the patience of a saint and the temper of a volcano.

There was Claire, one of the ship's nurses.

There was Thomas, head of security.

There were dozens of others.

People whose names passengers would probably never learn.

People who made the entire floating city function.

And then there was Captain Maximo.

At 8:00 p.m., the captain made his first announcement to the passengers.

His voice travelled through the ship.

"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen."

Conversations stopped in several lounges.

Passengers looked toward the speakers.

"On behalf of the entire crew, welcome aboard."

Julian listened from behind the bar.

"We have now officially begun our Atlantic crossing. Our final destination on this journey is Lisbon, Portugal, although we will make several stops in Europe before reaching our final port."

A murmur of excitement travelled through the passengers.

Julian smiled.

Lisbon.

He had never been there.

Not yet.

Captain Maximo continued.

"Our crew comes from many different countries and cultures, but we share one responsibility: your safety and comfort."

He paused.

"The Atlantic is calm tonight."

Julian looked toward the windows.

It was.

The sea was almost perfectly flat.

"Our estimated arrival in Lisbon will be according to schedule."

The announcement ended.

Passengers applauded in several areas of the ship.

Julian continued cleaning glasses.

Everything seemed normal.

Perhaps too normal.

He glanced toward the windows again.

The ocean was dark.

Endless.

Beautiful.

And completely indifferent to the people travelling across it.

On the bridge, Captain Maximo remained standing.

One of the officers approached him.

"Everything looks good, Captain."

Maximo nodded.

"Good."

The officer looked toward the radar.

"Smooth crossing."

Maximo didn't answer immediately.

His eyes remained fixed on the horizon.

After a few seconds, he finally spoke.

"Let's hope it stays that way."

The officer smiled.

"You expect trouble?"

Maximo shook his head.

"No."

He looked at the ocean again.

"I expect the sea to behave like the sea."

The officer laughed quietly.

Captain Maximo did not.

He knew better than most that the ocean did not care about schedules.

It did not care about holidays.

And it certainly did not care about passengers.

The ship continued toward Europe.

Lisbon was waiting.

But before they reached Portugal, there were still thousands of kilometres of ocean ahead.

And a great deal could happen before land appeared again.

––––––––
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The Atlantic had swallowed the ship.

Canada was no longer visible.

There was nothing but open water surrounding the vessel, stretching endlessly toward the horizon.

For the passengers, the journey had begun.

For the crew, the work had begun hours earlier.

A cruise ship did not run because people pressed buttons.

It ran because hundreds of people worked behind the scenes.

Chefs prepared meals.

Waiters served thousands of drinks.

Cabin attendants cleaned rooms.

Engineers kept the machinery alive.

Security officers watched corridors, entrances, decks, and cameras.

Entertainment staff kept passengers occupied.

Medical personnel waited for the inevitable accidents.

And somewhere above all of them stood the man responsible for the ship at sea.

Captain Maximo.

His full name was Maximilian Rojas, although almost nobody called him that.

Captain Maximo was enough.

He had spent most of his adult life at sea.

He had crossed oceans in calm weather and violent storms.

He had navigated through fog thick enough to hide an entire ship.

He had dealt with mechanical failures, frightened passengers, inexperienced sailors, drunk tourists, medical emergencies, and situations that never appeared in any training manual.

The sea had taught him most of what he knew.

Books had taught him the rest.

He was in his late fifties, tall, broad-shouldered, and permanently tanned from years spent under open skies.

His uniform was always immaculate.

His grey hair was neatly combed.

His beard was short.

His eyes were sharp.

Very sharp.

Captain Maximo had a habit of looking at the ocean for several seconds before making a decision.

Some officers considered it intuition.

Others called it experience.

Maximo simply called it listening.

The sea spoke.

Not with words.

With wind.

Pressure.

Clouds.

Waves.

Temperature.

Colour.

Movement.

A good captain learned to listen.

A great captain learned to understand.

Maximo believed he was still learning.

The ship's hierarchy was clear.

At sea, Captain Maximo was in command.

Below him were the senior officers responsible for navigation, engineering, safety, and the various operations required to keep the vessel alive.

But there was one name above the captain in the company's overall structure.

Commodore Alexander Voss.

The Fleet Commodore.

Voss was responsible for several ships belonging to the company.

He did not live aboard this vessel.

He did not interfere with Captain Maximo's daily decisions.

And he certainly did not spend his mornings telling the captain which direction to sail.

That would have been absurd.

But when it came to the company's fleet, budgets, major operational decisions, and the performance of its captains, Voss had the final word.

He was rarely seen.

That was exactly how he preferred it.

Maximo respected him.

The crew respected him.

Some feared him.

Nobody wanted to receive a telephone call from Alexander Voss.

Fortunately, Voss was currently somewhere else.

And Maximo intended to keep it that way.

The crew itself was an international community.

Canadian.

Portuguese.

Spanish.

French.

Italian.

British.

Japanese.

Brazilian.

Mexican.

Filipino.

Indian.

Greek.

And several others.

Different languages could be heard throughout the ship.

Different accents.

Different habits.

Different cultures.

Yet they all had something in common.

They lived together.

Worked together.

Ate together.

And sometimes argued together.

A ship was not a hotel.

There was no going home at the end of the day.

When a shift ended, the ocean was still outside.

The same people remained around you.

For six months, the crew became something dangerously close to a family.

Sometimes that was wonderful.

Sometimes it wasn't.

Daniel, the bar supervisor, was one of the older members of the hospitality crew.

He had been working aboard cruise ships for nearly fifteen years.

He knew every bar on the vessel.

He knew which passengers would complain about anything.

He knew which ones tipped well.

He knew who drank too much.

And he knew that bartenders often heard more than the people who paid them realised.

Julian was beginning to discover that.

There was also Maria, one of the senior cabin attendants.

She could clean a cabin faster than most people could destroy one.

There was Ahmed, one of the kitchen supervisors, who had the patience of a saint and the temper of a volcano.

There was Claire, one of the ship's nurses.

There was Thomas, head of security.

There were dozens of others.

People whose names passengers would probably never learn.

People who made the entire floating city function.

And then there was Captain Maximo.

At 8:00 p.m., the captain made his first announcement to the passengers.

His voice travelled through the ship.

"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen."

Conversations stopped in several lounges.

Passengers looked toward the speakers.

"On behalf of the entire crew, welcome aboard."

Julian listened from behind the bar.

"We have now officially begun our Atlantic crossing. Our final destination on this journey is Lisbon, Portugal, although we will make several stops in Europe before reaching our final port."

A murmur of excitement travelled through the passengers.

Julian smiled.

Lisbon.

He had never been there.

Not yet.

Captain Maximo continued.

"Our crew comes from many different countries and cultures, but we share one responsibility: your safety and comfort."

He paused.

"The Atlantic is calm tonight."

Julian looked toward the windows.

It was.

The sea was almost perfectly flat.

"Our estimated arrival in Lisbon will be according to schedule."

The announcement ended.

Passengers applauded in several areas of the ship.

Julian continued cleaning glasses.

Everything seemed normal.

Perhaps too normal.

He glanced toward the windows again.

The ocean was dark.

Endless.

Beautiful.

And completely indifferent to the people travelling across it.

On the bridge, Captain Maximo remained standing.

One of the officers approached him.

"Everything looks good, Captain."

Maximo nodded.

"Good."

The officer looked toward the radar.

"Smooth crossing."

Maximo didn't answer immediately.

His eyes remained fixed on the horizon.

After a few seconds, he finally spoke.

"Let's hope it stays that way."

The officer smiled.

"You expect trouble?"

Maximo shook his head.

"No."

He looked at the ocean again.

"I expect the sea to behave like the sea."

The officer laughed quietly.

Captain Maximo did not.

He knew better than most that the ocean did not care about schedules.

It did not care about holidays.

And it certainly did not care about passengers.

The ship continued toward Europe.

Lisbon was waiting.

But before they reached Portugal, there were still thousands of kilometres of ocean ahead.

And a great deal could happen before land appeared again.

The first evening aboard the ship was everything the passengers had hoped for.

Elegant dining rooms filled with laughter.

Crystal glasses.

Fine food.

Soft lighting.

Waiters moving gracefully between tables.

The smell of freshly prepared dishes travelled through the corridors, mixing with the sound of conversations in several different languages.

For a few hours, nobody seemed to care that they were thousands of kilometres from land.

They were simply enjoying themselves.

A couple from France shared a bottle of wine.

A Canadian family argued cheerfully about which dessert to order.

An elderly British man was already on his third plate of food.

At another table, the Japanese teenagers had finally been convinced to sit down.

For approximately four minutes.

Then one of them started laughing.

Another joined.

Soon the entire table was talking again.

Their volume could probably have been heard from the kitchen.

Julian watched from the bar.

He had to admit it.

The atmosphere was good.

Very good.

People were relaxed.

Happy.

For the first time since boarding, Julian felt that perhaps he had made the right decision.

Then the music began.

The lights in the main lounge softened.

The conversations gradually became quieter.

A man walked onto the small stage.

He was in his forties, dressed elegantly, with carefully styled dark hair and an expression that suggested he had never once doubted his own importance.

He sat behind the grand piano.

The applause began.

Julian looked toward Daniel.

"Who's that?"

Daniel smiled.

"João Cidra."

"Famous?"

"Very."

Julian looked back at the pianist.

João placed his fingers on the keys.

The first notes filled the room.

The conversations stopped almost immediately.

He was good.

Very good.

The music was elegant, emotional, and perfectly suited to the atmosphere.

People leaned back in their chairs.

Some closed their eyes.

A woman whispered to her husband.

"Beautiful."

João continued playing.

He had started playing piano when he was thirteen.

He had spent decades studying, performing, travelling, and convincing himself that he belonged among the greatest pianists alive.

There was only one small problem.

João Cidra believed he was better than Elton John.

Not almost as good.

Not comparable.

Better.

Much better.

He had said it publicly more than once.

"Elton John is a great entertainer," João had once told an interviewer.

"But I am a better pianist."

Nobody aboard the ship had asked him about it.

João didn't seem to require permission to discuss the subject.

Between performances, he had already explained his superiority to three crew members and one waiter.

The waiter had escaped by pretending to receive an urgent telephone call.

João had been offended.

But the man could play.

There was no denying that.

His fingers moved effortlessly across the keys.

The music travelled through the lounge.

Julian stood behind the bar, listening.

For a moment, he forgot about prison.

Forgot about job applications.

Forgot about his record.

Forgot about everything.

The ship moved gently beneath them.

Outside, the Atlantic was dark and calm.

Inside, hundreds of people were eating, drinking, laughing, dancing, and listening to music.

Morrison Kane sat at a table with his wife.

She smiled.

"This is exactly what we needed."

Morrison looked around.

"I agree."

"No police?"

"No police."

"No murders?"

Morrison laughed.

"Hopefully no murders."

She gave him a look.

"You had to say it."

"I'm a detective."

"You're on holiday."

"I know."

"Then behave like a normal person."

Morrison raised his glass.

"To being normal."

They drank.

Across the room, Nicole sat alone.

She looked perfectly comfortable.

She watched the musicians.

Watched the waiters.

Watched the passengers.

And occasionally watched the belongings people left unattended beside their chairs.

Her eyes were quick.

Her smile was subtle.

She was already working.

At the bar, Julian noticed her looking around.

He couldn't explain why.

Something about her caught his attention.

Not enough to worry him.

Just enough to remember her face.

Then João began another song.

The room became quiet again.

The piano filled the lounge.

A couple began dancing.

Someone laughed softly.

A waiter poured champagne.

The Japanese teenagers applauded enthusiastically.

Even the security staff seemed relaxed.

The ship sailed through the Atlantic beneath a clear night sky.

Everything felt safe.

Everything felt elegant.

Everything felt peaceful.

And that was perhaps the most dangerous thing about it.

Because nobody aboard the ship had any idea what was waiting for them.

Not Julian.

Not Nicole.

Not the passengers.

Not even Morrison Kane.

For tonight, however, the ship belonged to the music.

And João Cidra was perfectly happy to believe that the entire Atlantic Ocean had stopped to listen to him play.

The music continued.

João Cidra was still playing, completely absorbed in his performance.

The lounge had become almost hypnotic.

People talked quietly.

Some drank.

Others watched the pianist.

A few couples danced near the edge of the room.

Nobody was paying much attention to anything else.

That was exactly what Nicole wanted.

She sat alone at a small table near the centre of the lounge.

She looked relaxed.

Almost bored.

In front of her was a glass of sparkling water.

She hadn't touched it.

Her attention seemed to be on the piano.

It wasn't.

Nicole watched people.

She watched hands.

Pockets.

Tables.

Chairs.

Bags.

Watches.

Phones.

She didn't stare.

Staring attracted attention.

Nicole simply noticed things.

A man placed his wallet beside his plate.

A woman removed her earrings before adjusting her hair.

Another passenger left a phone on the table while taking photographs.

Someone hung a small designer handbag over the back of a chair.

Nicole smiled faintly.

Amateurs.

She stood.

Nobody noticed.

She walked toward the bar.

Julian was serving a couple.

Nicole passed behind another table.

A woman suddenly laughed loudly.

Several people turned toward her.

Nicole stopped.

One second.

Then continued.

When she reached the bar, she ordered a drink.

"White wine."

Julian poured it.

Nicole paid.

She smiled.

"Thank you."

She picked up the glass.

Nothing unusual.

She turned around.

Then walked back toward her table.

On the way, she passed the man with the wallet.

Her hand moved briefly.

So briefly that even someone watching her would have struggled to understand what they had seen.

She continued walking.

The wallet was gone.

The man never noticed.

Nicole sat down.

She took a sip of wine.

Then she looked toward the piano.

João played another beautiful sequence of notes.

The audience applauded.

Nicole applauded too.

Perfectly natural.

A few minutes later, she stood again.

This time she walked toward the dancing area.

A couple moved past her.

She stepped aside.

The woman carrying the designer handbag turned slightly.

Nicole smiled politely.

"Sorry."

"No problem."

Nicole continued.

When she reached the other side of the room, she stopped beside a decorative table.

A phone lay unattended nearby.

She glanced at it.

Then at its owner.

The woman was taking a photograph of her husband.

Nicole waited.

The woman raised her phone.

Click.

Another photograph.

Click.

Nicole waited.

Then the woman turned to speak to someone else.

Nicole picked up the unattended phone.

Not hurriedly.

Not nervously.

Almost casually.

She slipped it into her jacket.

Then continued walking.

Ten seconds later, she was standing beside a group of passengers discussing the music.

Nobody looked at her.

Nobody suspected anything.

Nicole took another sip of wine.

Then she smiled.

She had barely moved twenty metres.

And already she had two people's property.

But Nicole wasn't finished.

She noticed the handbag.

The expensive one.

The woman who owned it was now dancing with her husband.

The bag remained hanging from the chair.

Nicole watched.

Waited.

The music became louder.

People clapped.

João looked particularly pleased with himself.

Nicole moved.

She approached the table.

Her hand touched the handbag.

Then she stopped.

Someone had returned to the table.

Too early.

Nicole immediately changed direction.

She picked up a napkin from a nearby table.

"Excuse me," she said to a waiter.

"Could I have another glass?"

"Of course."

She smiled.

The waiter walked away.

Nicole remained where she was.

Nothing had happened.

Nothing at all.

A few minutes later, the couple left their table.

Nicole waited until they were gone.

Then she walked past.

The handbag disappeared with her.

At the bar, Julian noticed her passing again.

He looked at her.

She looked at him.

For a second, neither said anything.

Then Nicole smiled.

Julian returned the smile.

She continued walking.

He watched her disappear into the crowd.

Something about her bothered him.

Not because she had done anything.

Because she hadn't.

She was simply too good at being invisible.

Julian had spent three years learning to observe people.

Nicole seemed to have spent her entire life learning not to be observed.

Twenty minutes later, the first complaint reached the security desk.

"My wallet is missing."

A few minutes after that:

"My phone was here."

Then another passenger discovered that her handbag was no longer where she had left it.

Security began asking questions.

People looked around.

Some became nervous.

Others checked their belongings.

Nicole was sitting quietly at her table.

Her glass of wine was almost empty.

She looked genuinely concerned.

"Something happened?" she asked a nearby passenger.

"Apparently people are losing things."

Nicole widened her eyes.

"Really?"

The passenger nodded.

"That's terrible."

Nicole looked around the room.

"It is."

She took another sip.

Nobody suspected her.

Nobody even looked at her twice.

Across the lounge, Julian was watching the security officers.

Then, without knowing why, he looked toward Nicole.

She was already looking at him.

For the briefest moment, her expression changed.

Not fear.

Not guilt.

Amusement.

Then it disappeared.

Julian frowned.

Interesting.

The piano continued playing.

The passengers continued talking.

And Nicole continued smiling.

She had stolen three items in less than an hour.

And nobody had seen her do it.

The music continued.

João Cidra was still playing, completely absorbed in his performance.

The lounge had become almost hypnotic.

People talked quietly.

Some drank.

Others watched the pianist.

A few couples danced near the edge of the room.

Nobody was paying much attention to anything else.

That was exactly what Nicole wanted.

She sat alone at a small table near the centre of the lounge.

She looked relaxed.

Almost bored.

In front of her was a glass of sparkling water.

She hadn't touched it.

Her attention seemed to be on the piano.

It wasn't.

Nicole watched people.

She watched hands.

Pockets.

Tables.

Chairs.

Bags.

Watches.

Phones.

She didn't stare.

Staring attracted attention.

Nicole simply noticed things.

A man placed his wallet beside his plate.

A woman removed her earrings before adjusting her hair.

Another passenger left a phone on the table while taking photographs.

Someone hung a small designer handbag over the back of a chair.

Nicole smiled faintly.

Amateurs.

She stood.

Nobody noticed.

She walked toward the bar.

Julian was serving a couple.

Nicole passed behind another table.

A woman suddenly laughed loudly.

Several people turned toward her.

Nicole stopped.

One second.

Then continued.

When she reached the bar, she ordered a drink.

"White wine."

Julian poured it.

Nicole paid.

She smiled.

"Thank you."

She picked up the glass.

Nothing unusual.

She turned around.

Then walked back toward her table.

On the way, she passed the man with the wallet.

Her hand moved briefly.

So briefly that even someone watching her would have struggled to understand what they had seen.

She continued walking.

The wallet was gone.

The man never noticed.

Nicole sat down.

She took a sip of wine.

Then she looked toward the piano.

João played another beautiful sequence of notes.

The audience applauded.

Nicole applauded too.

Perfectly natural.

A few minutes later, she stood again.

This time she walked toward the dancing area.

A couple moved past her.

She stepped aside.

The woman carrying the designer handbag turned slightly.

Nicole smiled politely.

"Sorry."

"No problem."

Nicole continued.

When she reached the other side of the room, she stopped beside a decorative table.

A phone lay unattended nearby.

She glanced at it.

Then at its owner.

The woman was taking a photograph of her husband.

Nicole waited.

The woman raised her phone.

Click.

Another photograph.

Click.

Nicole waited.

Then the woman turned to speak to someone else.

Nicole picked up the unattended phone.

Not hurriedly.

Not nervously.

Almost casually.

She slipped it into her jacket.

Then continued walking.

Ten seconds later, she was standing beside a group of passengers discussing the music.

Nobody looked at her.

Nobody suspected anything.

Nicole took another sip of wine.

Then she smiled.

She had barely moved twenty metres.

And already she had two people's property.

But Nicole wasn't finished.

She noticed the handbag.

The expensive one.

The woman who owned it was now dancing with her husband.

The bag remained hanging from the chair.

Nicole watched.

Waited.

The music became louder.

People clapped.

João looked particularly pleased with himself.

Nicole moved.

She approached the table.

Her hand touched the handbag.

Then she stopped.

Someone had returned to the table.

Too early.

Nicole immediately changed direction.

She picked up a napkin from a nearby table.

"Excuse me," she said to a waiter.

"Could I have another glass?"

"Of course."

She smiled.

The waiter walked away.

Nicole remained where she was.

Nothing had happened.

Nothing at all.

A few minutes later, the couple left their table.

Nicole waited until they were gone.

Then she walked past.

The handbag disappeared with her.

At the bar, Julian noticed her passing again.

This time, he had a better look at her.

Nicole was a woman in her early thirties, perhaps thirty-two or thirty-three.

She was of average height, with a slim, athletic build.

Her hair was dark brown, almost black, and reached just below her shoulders. It was usually loose, although a few strands constantly fell across one side of her face.

Her eyes were hazel.

In certain light they looked brown.

Under the lounge lights, Julian noticed faint green tones around the irises.

They were striking eyes.

Not because they were beautiful.

Because they were alert.

Always moving.

Always measuring.

Nicole had a narrow face, high cheekbones, and a small, slightly crooked smile that appeared whenever she knew something other people didn't.

She wasn't dressed extravagantly.

That was part of the point.

Dark trousers.

A simple black blouse.

A light jacket.

Comfortable shoes.

Nothing that demanded attention.

Nothing that made her memorable.

Except the eyes.

Julian noticed those.

He had always believed that a person's eyes revealed more than their mouth.

Nicole's eyes revealed very little.

That made him curious.

She looked at him again.

Julian gave her a small nod.

She smiled.

For a moment, she looked like an ordinary woman enjoying a cruise.

A passenger.

A tourist.

Someone who had absolutely nothing to hide.

Then she turned away.

Julian watched her disappear among the other passengers.

Pretty.

He corrected himself.

No.

Careful.

There was a difference.

Twenty minutes later, the first complaint reached the security desk.

"My wallet is missing."

A few minutes after that:

"My phone was here."

Then another passenger discovered that her handbag was no longer where she had left it.

Security began asking questions.

People looked around.

Some became nervous.

Others checked their belongings.

Nicole was sitting quietly at her table.

Her glass of wine was almost empty.

She looked genuinely concerned.

"Something happened?" she asked a nearby passenger.

"Apparently people are losing things."

Nicole widened her eyes.

"Really?"

The passenger nodded.

"That's terrible."

Nicole looked around the room.

"It is."

She took another sip.

Nobody suspected her.

Nobody even looked at her twice.

Across the lounge, Julian was watching the security officers.

Then, without knowing why, he looked toward Nicole.

She was already looking at him.

For the briefest moment, her expression changed.

Not fear.

Not guilt.

Amusement.

Then it disappeared.

Julian frowned.

Interesting.

The piano continued playing.

The passengers continued talking.

And Nicole continued smiling.

She had stolen three items in less than an hour.

And nobody had seen her do it.
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